50                              MASS HYSTERIA
The crowd grew larger as the story went round the
village that they had caught a parachutist. Even Noel
found slight comic relief in the fact that an Arab soldier
from Algeria came up and shook his fist under Noel's
nose, shouting : " I can tell by your accent that you
are not a Frenchman." By this time the police had
heard that a parachutist had been caught and arrived to
deal with him. They bustled him off to the police
station followed by the crowd. It was a hot day and
everyone was excited. The police themselves had
caught the general hysteria, and the fat, red-faced
sergeant was so carried away that he could not even
read Noel's papers.
The police carried out a thorough search while the
crowd shouted that he should be killed. Noel had
taken off his top boots as it was so hot, and had hung
them on the handlebars of the bicycle. In them was
found a box of white powder which he took against
indigestion.
" There it is/' they shouted.   " There is the explosive/*
" Nonsense ! " he yelled. ** I will prove that it isn't
explosive."
He lighted a match to make his demonstration, but
before he could put the flame to the powder, three
police officers, ten men and a number of women had
flung themselves on him in a desperate attempt to save
the police station from total destruction. A diversion
was created by the arrival of the Mayor, who had a lot
of influence in the village. He was sensible and cour-
ageous. After looting at Noel's papers he realized that